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As Sonic Booms Sound 


By Andrew Mulligan 

London Observer 

VILLENEUVE - DE - MAR- 
J AN, France — Foie Gras 


(the best is fattened goose 
liver) is to Southwestern 
France as Guinness is to 
Ireland or pigs are to Den- 


mark. The Landes, Perigord 
and the Pay Basque are re- i 
sponsible for half of all 
France’s annual 1290-ton pro- 
duction of foie gras. • 


THE LANDES is a curious 
meeting point of two differ- 
ent ages. 

It is first and foremost ‘ 
France’s aerospace depart- 
ment, with the main force de 
frappe base at Mont-de-Mar- 
san, a newly created research 
base for space studies at 
Aire sur TAdour and a mis- 
sile test site currently under 
construction on the Biscay, . 
coast. j 

But the other world at < 
Villeneuve is of the Middle 
Ages. Peasant smallholders 
make a tolerable living from 
chicken raising, and goose 
stuffing to the music of the 
sonic boom from Mirage IV 
bombers overhead. 

Every Autumn the small- 
holders come to the market 
on powered bicycles, their 
handlebars laden with chick- 
ens and turkeys. Others 
arrive in battered old cars 
with their boots yawning ! 
with panni ers full of 
Barbary ducks and guinea- 
fowl. Still others stride into 
• town on foot with a fattened 
goose under each arm. 

The livestock arrive mirac- ; 
ulously unscathed from the 
rigors of the road — a journey 
often undertaken upside 
down — and the birds duti- 
fully settle down into lines 
and are dressed off like 
Guardsmen at the Trooping 
the Colour. 

Grey rabbits crouch in pan- 
niers. The air is filled with 
the sound of bargaining in 
the local patois while the 
livestock, whose fate at the 
festive season is being 
settled, remains subdued. 

But the center of attrac- 
tion is the panniers of foie 


gras wrapped in white cloths 
in- a corner of the hall. Up 
to eight tons of goose and 
duck liver are snapped up in 
a mere 10 minutes — and find 
their way to the best restau- 
rants in France and the most 
exalted tables in the world. 

IT TAKES about six 
months to produce a good 
goose liver which may 
eventually weigh up to four 
pounds. 

It takes a mere 22 days of 
cramming (gavage) during 
I that six months to force-feed 


a goose with grain and to 
cause enlargement of the 
liver to such an extent that 
the smallholder can be sure 
of getting his price. 

At a hardware stall in the 
Villeneuve market a man 
does a brisk trade in those 
horrifying funnels which are 
thrust down the birds’ throats 
to allow a steady, unimpeded 
stream of grain to'slip down. 

The geese are then aided 
with their digestion by en- 
zymes which are sold under 
the appropriate trade nann. 
of “Savegoose.” Most of the 
buyers of these bird-cram- 
mers were old women in 
black lisle stockings and 
widows’ weeds, complaining 
at the high cost of the fun- 
nels. 

At present production 
of foie gras is confined to 
smallholders who have a 
ready supply of grain, and a 
temperate climate to help 1 
them fatten their birds. : 
Only one in every hundred 
French farms is over 100 
acres, and the smallholders 
in the conservative south- • 
west have not yet turned to 
battery-farming. Nor have 
they taken even the first 
steps, toward rationalized 1 
production — even though . 
there are ready outlets for i 
their luxury produce in the j 
30-odd foie factories in the I 
immediate area. f 

I tried to buy some Save- ! 
goose at a local store but the 1 
man looked at me suspicious- j 
ly, recognizing instantly that I 
I was not a- specialist cram- ( 
mer. “What do you want it ; 
for?”. he inquired. “For my t 
liver,” I replied. He was not ' 
amused. f 


